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This paper seeks to problematise practice and contribute to new understandings of professional and workplace learning.  Practice is a concept which has been largely taken for granted and under-theorised in workplace learning and education research. Practice has usually been co-located with classifiers, such as legal practice, vocational practice, teaching practice, yoga practice, with the theoretical emphasis on the domain  - legal, teaching, learning. 

A framework of six prominent threads for theorising practice in professional learning is suggested. It understands practices as patterned, embodied, networked and emergent and learning entwined with working, knowing, organizing and innovating. By conceptualising learning as occurring via and in practices, prominent understandings of learning are challenged. The paper discusses each thread with reference to empirical research that illuminates it and indicates the contributions of practice theory perspectives in richer understandings of professional learning and change.

DESIGN/METHODOLOGY/APPROACH: 
This is a theory driven paper which posits a framework of six prominent threads for theorizing practice. It uses examples of empirical research to illustrate each thread.

ORIGINALITY/ VALUE:




















This paper contributes to research on learning at work through an engagement with what has been termed the ‘practice turn in contemporary theory’ (Schatzki, Knorr-Cetina and von Savigny 2001: vii) and the positing of a specific ‘practice epistemology’, thereby generating practice-theory perspectives. This approach serves to supplement current thinking about learning, particularly the socio-cultural conceptions of learning, with the resources of practice theories that attend to the regularities of practice. This paper will consider the implications of this approach for theorizations of professional learning and learning at work. 

In examining the idea of practice and learning, we juxtapose two concepts that have received very different treatment in educational literature. On the one hand, the concept of learning has been extensively theorised, and its various ‘contexts’ articulated and accounted for (both formal and informal), in educational and non-educational settings, in the workplace, including organisational learning, professional learning, etc. Much of this literature on learning takes the idea of ‘practice’ as a kind of unexamined given. Practice itself, the second concept, has remained significantly under-theorised in the education and workplace learning literature. Most often it is co-located with various classifiers, e.g. teaching practice, literacy practice, yoga practice. We contend that ‘practice’ itself has been largely taken for granted and been insufficiently analysed. It has often been used as a grammatical place-marker – with the emphasis on the domain – such as in professional practice (Green 2009; Kemmis 2010), vocational practices  (Billett and Newman 2010; Usher and Edwards 2007), workplace practice (Hager and Halliday 2006; Wenger 1998). In the use of these terms, and in most of the research literature, practice has remained largely unproblematised. As Green (2009: 2) notes practice is:

a term almost compulsively in use, without always meaning much at all… it floats across the surface of our …debates, never really thematised and problematised , a “stop-word” par excellence.

This paper seeks to problematise and clarify the concept of practice - in order to reconceptualise professional learning. It outlines six prominent threads evident in the emerging research and theorizing that takes a practice-based approach to understanding professional and workplace learning.​[1]​ It makes practice the central focus – in the process problematising taken-for-granted ideas about practices. We suggest that using this ‘framework’ of six threads to theorise professional practice provides more robust accounts of how practices are made, and how learning is entwined in practice. We are not suggesting that the six threads in the framework, and their underpinning theoretical bases, should be considered as a fully unified approach. Nor are all the various theoretical positions that fall within the threads without some ontological and epistemological differences. For example, as will be discussed later in the article, the relative emphasis on human and non-human actors is a significant point of difference for some theorists. Even so, there are also significant commonalities across the threads. What we are suggesting is that this framework is helpful in identifying common threads for theorising practice and developing new understandings of professional learning, even when they are articulated somewhat differently by researchers from different traditions. 

The paper commences with descriptions of six prominent threads identified in theorising of professional practice.  The first thread is that practice is a collective and situated process linking knowing, working, organising, learning and innovating, a ‘knowing-in-practice’. The second thread is that it is a socio-material phenomenon. This leads to the third thread, that practices are embodied and a fourth thread, that practices are relational. The fifth thread is that practices exist and evolve in historical and social contexts, shaped by complex social forces, including power. The sixth thread is that practices are emergent in the sense that the ways that they change and evolve are not fully specifiable in advance. Each of these threads is discussed with reference to empirical research that illuminates it. The research examples show that these threads and understandings of practice may well contribute to richer understandings of professional learning. They also offer suggestive insights both on how practices persist and on how they change.

Six prominent threads in the theorising of professional practice

 The six threads outlined below constitute a conceptual framework that exemplifies the ‘practice turn’ (Schatzki et al 2001) in which practice becomes the building block of the ‘social’ and a key object for research studies. Rather than advancing a new taxonomy or developing a new theory of practice, the framework focuses on building on and consolidating the work of leading ‘practice theorists’ including Schatzki  (2002, 2006, 2012a; Schatzki 2001); Gherardi  (2009; Gherardi 2012) and Rechwitz  (2002). In the more specific field of professional learning, notable writers such as Green and Kemmis have ably scoped the literature on practice for its relevance to understanding professional learning (Green 2009; Kemmis 2005). Green posits two meta-traditions – post-Cartesians and neo-Aristotelians – whilst highlighting the contributions of Wittgenstein and Heidegger (See Green 2009). Building on these antecedents, the intention of the framework of six threads is to do what Schatzki  (2012b: vii) describes as - 
 
spending less time explaining and justifying [a practice approach] and more time putting it to use and pushing into new areas of research – [in our case - professional learning] 
 
The framework was developed with an aim of drawing together research from the different disciplines and fields which contribute to the emerging field of workplace and professional learning (Fenwick 2006) – such as change and organisational studies, sociology, philosophy, psychology, and higher education. It also brings together contributions from different theoretical frames and perspectives on practice and learning. It was seen as a way to overcome a concern that, too often, good research can be siloed within its own particular field or theoretical perspective, and remain unknown outside of it. The diversity of theoretical and philosophical positions of ‘practice theorists’ is discussed by Rechwitz (2003), who identifies key ‘practice theorists’ with different theoretical positions, ranging from Wittenstein to Foucault and Bourdieu. Similarily, in organizational studies, Gherardi (2012) suggests that five strands of research have contributed to practice-based organization studies deploying a cultural–aesthetic approach: situated learning theory, activity theory, actor network theory and workplace studies. The focus has been practice as ‘an umbrella concept… used to assemble a plurity of conversations mostly interested in exploring the similarities, and not the differences, among several streams of research (Gherardi, 2012:199).

Our framework of six threads is broadly compatible with recent diverse theoretical approaches to understanding practices, such as actor-network theory (ANT), socio-historical activity theory (CHAT), ecology, analytics of governmentality and complexity theory. It recognises the different contemporary social theoretical concepts employed to understand and describe practices; concepts such as ecologies (Kemmis), systems, networks, and assemblages. It focuses on some of the commonalities but recognises the differences as well.

Importantly, by practice being the unit of analysis, this framework supplements current thinking about learning, particularly socio-cultural conceptions of learning, with the resources of practice theories. It highlights the six key shifts in thinking about practice that are most relevant for reconceptualising professional learning. By understanding practices as patterned, embodied, networked and emergent, and learning as entwined with everyday work practices, ‘it challenges prominent paradigms in learning theory by conceptualising learning as practice and as occurring via and in practices’ (Schatzki 2012: vi). In the following sections each thread is discussed, together with examples of empirical research that has focused on this ‘aspect’ of practice. But it needs to be remembered that these threads are not mutually exclusive and are mutually entwined, sometimes closely.

Thread 1:  Practices as knowing-in-practice

The first thread asserts that practice is more than simply the application of theoretical knowledge or a simple product of learning. Rather, the first thread views practice as a collective and situated process linking knowing, working, organising, learning and innovating. Practice is best understood as a ‘knowing-in-practice’. This thread challenges common understandings of the relationship of knowledge and practice, going beyond knowledge thought of as being something possessed in the mind or as a ‘thing’ to be transmitted. This resonates with the work of Kemmis (2009), Carr (2009) and others who employ Aristotle’s notion of phronesis with its emphasis on practical knowledge and ethical considerations. This shifts the focus from scientific-technical rationalities, that have dominated thinking about professional practice, to notions of embodied practical rationality. Silvia Gherardi conceptualises this as ‘knowing-in-practice’ in which knowing is an activity that itself constitutes the practice, ‘a collective and distributed “doing”, … situated in time and space, and therefore as taking place in work practices’ (Gherardi , 2008: 523). 

This shift is extremely significant for conceptualising learning and practice: 

such practices therefore constituted the locus of learning, working and innovating and these in their turn could be conceptualized as practical activities, as a collective bricolage enacted by those participating in a practice, mobilizing resources, using instruments, and employing a contingent and goal-directed rationality.  (Gherardi , 2008: 523) 

Knowing-in-practice is a collective and situated process (not a ‘thing’ to pass on) linking knowing with working, organizing, learning and innovating. Knowing-in-practice can be seen as the process of ‘tinkering’ (Styhre 2009) - the leeway to adjust workplace protocols/policies to unforeseen events. This shift from knowledge as product to knowing-in-practice opens up its analysis as mediated (in language, technology, collaboration and control); situated (specific contexts in time and space); provisional (constructed and constantly developing); and pragmatic (object-orientated and purposive) (Blacker, 1995, cited in Gherardi 2012:20-21.

Two examples of empirical work using this notion of knowing-in-practice are described below – the Manidis and Scheeres (2012) work in hospital emergency departments and the Gherardi and Nicolini (Gherardi 2010; Nicolini 2011) research on telemedicine. Though we have chosen to highlight the ‘knowing-in-practice’ aspects of their research for this article, it should be noted that these empirical studies also serve to illustrate several others of our six threads - that practice is sociomaterial, embodied and relational; that it exists and evolves in historical and social contexts shaped by power; and that it is emergent. 

The Manidis and Scheeres’ (2012) study of workplace learning in emergency departments (EDs) focused on a close analysis of interprofessional practice around a patient’s bedside. In one case, that of an elderly patient, Jane Edna, (aged 95 years old) who spent 11 hours and 15 minutes in an emergency department, the researchers mapped the multiple visits to the patients bedside totaling 51 separate visits by 22 people involved in her care. Doctors, nurses, allied heath professionals and so on, each brought their own professional knowledge to the bedside but needed to constantly ask the same questions of the patient  - to ‘know-in-practice’ how to assess the situation in relation to their particular field and professional expertise. Their knowledge of the patient and how to treat her is learnt and developed in a collective, ongoing way in the specific context. The ‘knowing’ of Jane Edna’s case is a process growing out of the practice of multiple practitioners.

Gherardi and Nicolini’s research in cardiological teleconsultation also highlights knowing-in-practice. The research shows how the ‘expertise’ of the cardiologist, the IT, GP and patient produced new practices  - of telemedicine – collectively. Each of the professionals had to know-in-practice how to adapt their expertise e.g. cardiology, to a process of working collectively with a GP, and IT person and a patient ‘at a distance’. The cardiologist, the GP, the ICT staff and patient were knowing-in-practice, adjusting their practices to the changing contexts and conditions.


Thread 2: The sociomateriality of practices

The second thread is understanding practice as a sociomaterial phenomenon which involves not only human actors but non-human objects and artifacts in space and time. For Schatzki (2012) whose work has been taken up by a number of researchers on professional learning and practice (see Hager, Lee & Reich 2012),  ‘a practice is an open-ended, spatially-temporally dispersed nexus of doings and sayings … embodied, materially mediated (Schatzki, 2012: 79) and organised by understandings, rules, and teleoaffective structures’ (Schatzki, 2012: 16). To expand, practical understanding refers to 

knowing how to carry out desired actions through basic doings and sayings… rules … explicitly formulated directive, remonstration, instruction or edict … teleoaffective structure … a set of teleological hierarchies (end-project-activity combinations) that are enjoined and acceptable in a given practice … with affective component … embraces the emotions and moods that people carrying on a practice should or may acceptably express.. [and] general understandings are abstract senses, for instance, of the beauty of an artisanal product or the nobility of educating students. They are not ends for which people strive but senses of the worth, value, nature, or place of things, which infuse and are expressed in people’s doings and sayings. (Schatzki, 2012: 16 emphasis added) 

Materiality and non-human objects and artifacts are no longer merely a ‘backdrop’ or ‘interwoven with social life but, stronger, a dimension of it’ (Schatzki 2010: 141). Social life (and work) happens as part of nexuses of practices and material arrangements in which material arrangements are a “a set of interconnected material entities …  humans, artifacts, organisms, and things of nature” (Schatzki, 2010: 129). The actions of humans can be understood to ‘hang together’ through practices and particular material arrangements. When thinking about the practice of football, the chain of actions is constituted through the particular shape of the ball, the layout of the field, the type of goals, etc (Schatzki 2010). Thus the ‘practices are carried on amid and determinative of, while also dependent on and altered by, material arrangements – the mesh of practices and arrangements … that is practice-arrangement nexuses – sites of the social’(Schatzki, 2010: 130). These nexuses link to wider nets of nexuses, somewhat similar to the networks posited by actor-network theory. These practices and arrangements are ‘co-constitutive’ (Schatzki, 2010: 140). Other ‘practice theorists’, such as Kemmis  and Foucault conceptualise similar arrangements – Kemmis – practice architectures; and the use of assemblages in governmentality studies to denote the bringing together of social and material domains.  

Gherardi offers a slightly stronger take on this. For Gherardi, knowledge is also entwined in the materiality. She uses the term constitutive entanglement (Gherardi, 2012:79) to emphasise that ‘the social and material are considered to be inextricably related - there is no social that is not also material, and no material that is not also social’ (Orlikowski, 2007: 1437 cited in Gherardi, 2012b: 79). It is through the material objects, artifacts and tools that knowledge is embodied and practices anchored (Gherardi 2009: 354).  

There are many examples of research that highlight the sociomaterial aspects of practice and learning. The Manidis and Scheeres work already mentioned do so. But here we will focus on the Zukas and Kilminster study of transitioning doctors which exemplifies the sociomateriality of the learning of these transitioning doctors. Their study serves to refocus the common understanding about doctor’s transitions which ‘almost always focuses on more and better “preparedness” (located within the doctor) and rarely considers the material and social world of practice’ (Zukas & Kilminster 2012: 201). In their study of transitioning doctors, in what they have called CILP – critical intensive learning periods, Zukas and Kilminster highlight the social and materiality of the practice of these transitioning doctors, who are new to a ward, and ‘how practice involves animate and non-animate actors and how non-animate actors are not just background or contextual features but centrally implicated in practice’  (Zukas & Kilminister, 2012: 200). These doctors have practice knowledges or public regimes of justification (‘the collective conventions which legitimate the common good … in a codified way’ (Zukas & Kilminster, 2012: 206)), but not the regimes of familiarity, which focus on the local material and historical practices which fashion local practices. For example one young doctor, with ‘practice knowledge’ from years of formal education about blood analysis, etc, was unable to ‘practice’ as she could not access the appropriate machine and the pin number, the details of which were unknown to young doctors (or anyone else around in the middle of the night). This doctor therefore ran to the ward she had worked on at the other end of the hospital – where she was ‘familiar’ – and borrowed a machine, for which she knew the pin number. It was the materiality of the machines, the pin number, which was key to her medical practice at that time and space. Zukas and Kilminster, following Thevenot, call this the pragmatic regimes of familiarity​[2]​. The Zukas & Kilminster (2012) work raises important questions for the learning of doctors in transition – to need to learn in the sociomaterial.

Thread  3: Practices as embodied 

Following on from viewing practice as a sociomaterial phenomenon, is the third thread that practices do not just happen in people’s heads but are embodied  - in their own and between other bodies and material things. As Green suggests,

Practice consists of speech (what people say) plus the activity of the body, or bodies, in interaction (what people do, more often than not together) - a play of voices and bodies. In this view, practice is inherently dialogical, an orchestrated interplay, and indeed a matter of coproduction. Among other things, this allows a better, sharper sense of practice as always-already social. (Green 2009b: 49) 

A practice perspective moves beyond the dualism of mind/body by focusing on bodies as a locus of practices. We practice with bodies, in material ways. Hopwood’s   (Hopwood & Clerke 2012) ethnographic research on early childhood nurses in a residential setting for families and babies describes well the knowledge-sharing interactions, collective coordination and patterned arrangements and use of bodies and material things as a ‘collective choreography’. The bodies of staff, mothers and babies ‘hang together’ in these choreographies of daily practices in the Unit. Bodies are a critical part of the enactment of new ‘partnership practices’ between the nurse and parent. It is about how the nurse demonstrates patting a child or listening for a type of cry. This theme of practice, learning and the body in professional practice and education is further explored in a forthcoming edited book (Green & Hopwood 2014). Not surprisingly, the Manidis and Scheeres’ hospital emergency department research offers clear cases of embodied practice, but here we will focus on some other research examples.

The Hager and Johnsson (2012) research on the collective learning of professional orchestral musicians and of chefs in an a la carte restaurant vividly illustrates the crucial role of embodiment in these diverse practices. Clearly, close watching of and responding to the conductor’s bodily movements is a key aspect of the practice of each member of the orchestra. However within the various groupings and sub-groupings that constitute the orchestra, attention to the conductor is simultaneously underlain by the need to ‘watch out of the corner of one’s eye’ the movements of peers, such as the section leader and one’s neighbour. It is this multi-layered attention to and appropriate responding to others’ bodily movements that enables professional orchestras to attain unity of sound and interpretation. Likewise, Hager and Johnsson found that embodied sensing was central to kitchen practice in a busy, high performance restaurant. Here the executive chef ‘conducts’ the coordination of workflow movements and timing of the cooking of various components of orders so as to achieve timely outcomes. However, at the same time a significant part of the practice of the various chefs and apprentices involves watching directly or peripherally the performances of others to ensure that their own contributions fit harmoniously into the overall coordinated workflow. 

Thread 4: Practice as relational
Relationality is the fourth thread. Relationality in practices encompasses a diversity of types of relations. Firstly amongst the people implicated in the practices in very different ways (e.g. in the hospital emergency department – nurse, patient, doctor, carer, etc). Secondly there are the various relations between the diverse human actors and the material world (including non-human objects such as technologies). Thirdly there are changing relations between material objects as the spaces in which practices occur, change or alter. Although there is agreement amongst various theorisations of practices concerning the vital importance of the relationality of human and non-human actions in relational networks, there are different emphasises on the relative importance of the non-human actors and human agency. Some researchers (particularly those using actor-network theory, e.g. (see Fenwick & Edwards 2010)) emphasise the same agency for human and non-human actors, while others such as Schatzki  and  Luntley (2003) maintain a qualitative difference between human actors and non-human ‘actors’. Nonetheless, this emphatic focus on relationality in contemporary theorisations of professional practice is widely reflected through concepts such as ecology, network, choreography and orchestration. Practices, in this sense, are always co-produced by a range of actors in space and time, with bodies as a vital locus of the practice. 

Lee, Dunston and Fowler’s  (2012) research on the changing practices of early childhood nurses in child and family health highlights the increasing emphasis on the relationality of practice. Their research highlights the former expert-client modes of practice are being shifted to a different practice mode that emphasises partnerships with the ‘client’.  This new mode of practice is ‘inherently relational and dialogical, involving ‘orchestrated interplay’ (Green, 2009: 45) of doings and sayings between actors in the practice. )

Turning again to the Hager and Johnsson  (2012) research on practices within a symphony orchestra and amongst chefs in high performance restaurant kitchens, both studies foregrounded the vital roles of relationality in collective practices and learning. The coproductive nature of the practices at the both sites has already been stressed. By its nature, a piece of music as written down is a complex relational structure. A performance of a piece of music is a complex relational process even for a single performer. Orchestral music involves many more layers of complex relations (which serves to provide work for conductors). The overall sound reflects not only the many and diverse relations between the various groupings and sub-groupings within the orchestra, but also the type of interpretation chosen for the piece, the size of the orchestra, the acoustics of the venue, and the nature of the audience. Here, relations of many types abound. The orchestral musicians reported to Hager and Johnsson that a major source of their job satisfaction was dealing, on a daily basis, with the many aspects of a performance that are not written down in the score. Coming up with a successful performance involves creating a unique complex relational process, one that will never be repeated again in all of its minute details. 

Whilst the processes in the high performance restaurant may not be as complex as those of the symphony orchestra, the earlier description should serve to show that on a daily basis the commercial kitchen is home to unique complex performances marked by diverse person-person and person-thing relations. Such relations need to be consistently co-ordinated for the performance to be optimal. It seems that, very often, it is useful to think of sound practice turning on practitioners being able to bring about the appropriate or right combinations of relations in the right order in a timely way. All of the empirical examples mentioned in this paper exemplify this in various ways; ways that are specific to the nature of the particular practice.


Thread 5 : Practices exist and evolve in historical and social contexts

The fifth thread is that practices exist and evolve in historical and social contexts, shaped by complex social forces, including power. It emphasises that practices do not exist and evolve in isolation. Rather it is in the historical and social contexts at the intersections of complex social forces, including power, in particular spaces and times, where local practices are shaped. Particular regimes of practice govern the way we work, practice and learn – how we govern ourselves and govern others. ‘Governmentalities’ shape the ways of thinking and acting across local sites and circumstances, and the local doings, sayings and relatings – the practices. In recent times, the complex relationships among neo-liberal government reforms, new kinds of learning practices instituted as work practices in organisations, and changing practitioner subjectivities, have been increasingly recognised and investigated. These investigations challenge understandings of these reforms not as uniform ideologies that have been forcefully imposed, but assemblages or regimes of practices constituted with particular neo-liberal economic theories (new public management and human capital theory), which are translated differently in each location and time.  
 
Two examples of empirical research which foregrounds the historical, political and social contexts of practices are provided by Reich & Girdwood  (2012) and Fejes and Nicoll (2012). In both cases the research is based on Foucault’s later work and draws upon prominent governmentality writers such as Rose, Miller and Dean. This perspective has similarities to the work of other practice theorists who connect local practices with socio-political and organisational arrangements. For example, Kemmis’ work on ‘exoskeletons’ or practice architecture – ‘the mediating preconditions that shape practices’ (Kemmis, 2009: 37), and his complexes of practice as pre-existing cultural-discursive, material-economic and social-political arrangements  (Kemmis & Grootenboer 2008); Schatzki’s ‘practice-arrangement bundles’ (Schatzki 2011); the networks or assemblages of actor network theory (ANT) approaches; and the ‘systems’ of complexity approaches. These theoretical or conceptual resources serve, in their diverse ways, to highlight the effects of these complex assemblages and power relations on everyday work and learning practices. 

Reich and Girdwood’s (2012) study of professional child protection workers in Australia at the time of new public management reforms examines how shifts in learning practices from specialist trainers to self-managed responsibilities entwined in everyday practices, can be understood as linked to particular political rationalities (such as neo-liberal), governmental technologies and techniques (e.g. learning organisation, competency standards), expertise, knowledges, and new identities of the worker-learner. The professional child protection worker as a worker-learner became  responsible for their own learning practices as integral to their everyday child protection practices. Feje and Nicolls’ (2012) empirical work on Swedish elderly care workers, also using a governmentality perspective, provides a clear picture of how the activation of workers works rhetorically between workers and managers to activate patients to enroll in the regimes of practices of care assembled with neo-liberal ratonalities.

Thread 6 : Practices are emergent

The sixth thread is that practices are emergent, in the sense that the ways that they change and evolve are not fully specifiable in advance.  Using the potential of complexity theory to account for emergence and ‘knowing how to go on‘ in practice, this thread takes up the third part of the practice, learning and change trio. It brings new understandings to how practices stay the same and how they evolve. It moves beyond analytical categories such as micro-macro and structure-agency, to embrace new categories such as ecologies, dynamics, and choreographies. 

Lancaster (2012),  Davis (2012) and Fenwick (2012a), in distinctively different ways, discuss the potential of complexity theory for enriching our understanding of the learning, practice and change nexus. Lancaster distinguishes two different accounts of complexity thinking, the differences lying in the types of relations that they postulate. Best known is a reductive form of complexity thinking based on reduced relations, i.e. relations that in principle at least are amenable to algorithmic analysis. Such reductive complexity thinking can be used to explain sand dune formation or traffic flows. But, Lancaster maintains, this type of reductive complexity is not suited to social science inquiry in which individual differences between humans are significant. This is the case for practices in general. Here, Lancaster argues, we need to employ a form of complexity thinking that caters for these kinds of complex (or transactional) relations that characterize systems that are shaped, at least in part, by distinctive properties of individuals. These are precisely the kinds of systems that feature emergence and novelty that is not wholly predictable. 
 
Davis (2012), in her investigation of management education, deploys a practice as complexity perspective to understand contemporary hierarchical public sector organisations as complex systems. In doing so, she challenges more conventional understandings of management education to encourage ‘processes [which] favour interaction and negotiation in situ rather than the predetermined processes, fixed content and preconceived models of management’ (Davis, 2012: 146). Fenwick (2012) also outlines the usefulness of complexity theory in educational studies and how ‘concepts such as emergence, non-linear dynamics, nested systems and interaction among large numbers of diverse phenomena, seems useful for analyzing the sociomaterial processes through which a practice or nest of practices emerges and changes’ (Fenwick, 2012a: 740). 

Emergence is a key theme in other recent research studies of work practices. The Price et al. (2012) study of an electricity distributor highlights the workplace learning practices in the organisation, in relation to safety in particular, as ‘interactionally developed and emerging as organisations happen … [which] explain the fluid and continuous nature of learning and its dynamic relationship to organizational change’  (Price et al. 2012: 244). Likewise, Fenwick’s (2012b) study of rural police in northern Scotland describes emergent practices, e.g. of workaround, when the protocols requiring two police to arrest a person, are impossible to enact when the closest police officer is 500 miles away. 


Implications for professional learning 

We return to the question of what do practice theory perspectives contribute to our understandings of professional learning and change? There is not the space in this article to provide an overview of the research on workplace and professional learning and the shifts from behavioural and cognitive psychological perspectives to sociocultural ones (see Hager 2011).  These perspectives overall still exhibit some common characteristics of being individually focused; of assuming that learning is a thing that is acquired and transferred; of conceiving of learning as a product or thing which is contained in heads or minds; and of regarding learning as being significantly independent of context. 

In contrast practice theory perspectives on professional learning provide a more nuanced and complex way of conceptualising professional learning, one which takes account of embodied, changing and relational practices and encompasses collective, as well as individual, learning.  We have seen that practice theory perspectives open up new ways of thinking about practice and learning in the following ways: 
-	knowing-in-practice – professional learning is closely entwined with knowing, practising, and innovating. It falls in between habits and actions and occurs as we practice, as was exemplified in, e.g., the Manidis & Scheeres hospital emergency departments research.
-	sociomateriality - practice and professional learning occur in sociomaterial arrangements, in interrelated sets of material entities - humans, artifacts, organisms, and other objects, as was exemplified in, e.g., the Zukas & Kilminster transitioning doctors research. 
-	embodiment  - practices are not limited to cognitive functions but are embodied in their own and between other bodies and material things.  Hopwood’s research in early childhood residential settings illustrates the ways bodies are choreographed to perform or practice in unison.
-	 relationality – practice and professional learning involves much more than the contents of individual heads. Its relational and collective characteristics invoke notions such as choreography and orchestration. This was exemplified in, e.g., the investigation of early childhood settings by Lee, Dunston and Fowler, in the Hager and Johnsson research into practices in orchestras and in restaurant kitchens and Hopwood’s research in early childhood residential settings. 
-	historical and social shaping of practices – that practices exist and evolve in historical and social contexts, shaped by complex social forces, including power was exemplified, e.g., in the Reich & Girdwood research on child protection workers and the Fejes and Nicolls research on aged care workers.





The paper has sought to problematise and clarify the concept of practice in order to reconceptualise professional learning. To achieve this, the paper has expounded a framework of six threads that are prominent in theorisations of professional practice. The relevance of these threads was illustrated by reference to a wide range of recent research studies of professional practice and its associated learning. In advancing the six threads, we acknowledge the diversity of theories surrounding the practice literature (ANT; complexity; governmentality; CHAT), as well as the wide profusion of concepts deployed by various authors (e.g. ecologies; assemblages; practice architectures; systems; choreographies). We think that the six threads are nevertheless broadly compatible with these diverse theories and concepts. The six threads serve to move conceptualizations of learning towards more collective and sociomaterial understandings, which acknowledge and account for bodies, relationalities, space and time in more nuanced and complex ways.
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^1	  These threads are a development of the framework that was first outlined in our recently published book (Hager, Lee & Reich 2012).
^2	  See Zukas & Kilminster (2012) for discussion of their use of Thevenot (2001) ‘s pragmatic regimes of practice in their study of transitioning doctors.
